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Foreword

The social housing sector is operating within an increasingly complex and demanding
environment, shaped by financial pressures, regulatory scrutiny, and rising expectations from
residents. Within this context, procurement can no longer be viewed as a purely administrative
or compliance-driven function. Instead, it must evolve into a strategic discipline that actively
contributes to organisational performance, enabling housing providers to deliver sustainable,
high-quality services while maintaining strong governance and accountability.

Historically, procurement has often been positioned as a gatekeeper, focused on process
adherence and regulatory compliance. While these elements remain essential, they are no
longer sufficient in isolation. The sector now requires procurement functions that can influence
decision-making, shape markets, and drive value across the entire lifecycle of assets and
services. This shift represents a significant cultural and operational change, requiring
organisations to rethink how procurement is structured, resourced, and empowered.

It is critical to explore how procurement can be repositioned at the heart of social housing
organisations, acting as a strategic partner across housing management, asset investment,
and development. It outlines the characteristics of a best-in-class procurement operating
model, including commercial capability, category management, business partnering, and data-
driven decision-making. It also considers how governance can be designed to enable
innovation while maintaining transparency, ensuring that procurement supports both
compliance and performance objectives.

The insights presented draw on sector experience, emerging best practice, and lessons
learned from organisations that have successfully transformed their procurement functions.
These examples demonstrate that when procurement is integrated effectively, it can deliver
measurable improvements in cost efficiency, service quality, and supply chain resilience. More
importantly, it can enhance housing providers’ ability to respond proactively to challenges
rather than react after they arise.

Ultimately, the transformation of procurement is not simply a technical exercise, but a strategic
imperative. By embedding procurement within the core of organisational decision-making,
housing providers can strengthen their commercial capability, improve outcomes for residents,
and ensure long-term sustainability. This foreword sets the context for a broader discussion
on how procurement can evolve to meet the demands of a changing sector and play a central
role in delivering better futures.



From Gatekeeper to Strategic Partner

Procurement within social housing must transition from a compliance-led gatekeeping function
to a commercially focused strategic partner embedded within organisational decision-making.
This requires a fundamental shift in mandate, in which procurement is accountable not only
for regulatory compliance but also for delivering measurable value across cost, quality, and
service outcomes. By repositioning procurement upstream, organisations can ensure that
commercial considerations inform strategy, rather than being applied retrospectively at the
point of tender and contract award.

A strategic procurement function operates with a deep understanding of organisational
priorities, including asset performance, resident satisfaction, and financial sustainability. This
requires close alignment with executive leadership to enable procurement to influence
investment decisions, programme design, and delivery models. Rather than acting as a control
point, procurement becomes an enabler of delivery, shaping how services are commissioned
to achieve optimal outcomes across housing portfolios and supporting long-term
organisational objectives through informed commercial strategies.

Embedding procurement as a strategic partner also necessitates a shift in governance
structures, ensuring that decision-making frameworks enable rather than constrain
commercial agility. This involves redefining assurance processes to focus on outcomes and
value rather than procedural compliance alone. Governance should support informed risk-
taking, allowing procurement professionals to deploy innovative commercial models, negotiate
effectively with suppliers, and respond dynamically to market conditions without compromising
transparency or accountability.

The evolution of procurement capability is central to this transformation. Teams must develop
expertise in commercial strategy, negotiation, market analysis, and financial modelling,
moving beyond process-driven skillsets. This requires targeted investment in professional
development and recruitment to ensure that procurement functions are equipped to operate
at a strategic level. Organisations that fail to address these capability gaps risk perpetuating
transactional models that limit procurement’s influence and effectiveness.

A practical example of this transition can be observed in organisations that have adopted
category-based business partnering models, in which procurement professionals are aligned
with specific service areas such as repairs, compliance, or development. In these models,
procurement works alongside operational teams to co-design solutions, ensuring that
commercial strategies are integrated with service delivery requirements. This approach
enhances alignment, improves outcomes, and positions procurement as a critical contributor
to organisational success rather than an administrative function.

Ultimately, repositioning procurement as a strategic partner enables housing providers to
move from reactive purchasing to proactive value creation. By embedding procurement within
the strategic core of the organisation, decision-making becomes more informed, commercially
robust, and aligned with long-term objectives. This transformation is essential to addressing
the sector’s complex challenges, including cost pressures, supply chain instability, and rising
regulatory expectations.

Procurement as a Driver of Asset Performance

Procurement plays a critical role in determining asset performance, yet its influence is often
underutilised within social housing organisations. By aligning procurement strategies with
asset management objectives, housing providers can ensure that commercial realities and
supply chain capabilities inform investment decisions. This integration enables procurement
to shape specifications, contract structures, and delivery models that optimise whole-life value,
rather than focusing solely on initial cost considerations or short-term budget constraints.

A key aspect of this role is adopting whole-life costing methodologies that consider the total
cost of ownership over an asset’s lifecycle. Procurement can drive this approach by



embedding lifecycle considerations into tender evaluations, ensuring that decisions account
for durability, maintenance requirements, and long-term performance. This reduces the risk of
false economies, where low upfront costs result in higher long-term expenditure, and supports
more sustainable investment strategies across housing portfolios.

The integration of procurement with asset data is equally important, enabling more informed
decision-making and improved planning. Access to accurate stock condition data,
performance metrics, and maintenance histories allows procurement to develop category
strategies that reflect actual asset needs. This facilitates the aggregation of demand,
standardisation of specifications, and optimisation of contract structures, resulting in more
efficient delivery and improved asset outcomes over time.

Procurement also directly impacts the quality of materials and artistry delivered under
contracts. By setting clear performance standards, incorporating robust quality assurance
mechanisms, and aligning incentives with desired outcomes, procurement can drive
improvements in service delivery. This is particularly important in areas such as building safety
and compliance, where poor performance can have significant consequences for residents
and organisations alike.

Case studies from high-performing organisations demonstrate the benefits of this approach.
For example, housing providers that have integrated procurement into asset planning have
achieved significant reductions in reactive repairs by shifting towards planned maintenance
programmes. By aligning procurement with long-term investment strategies, these
organisations have improved asset condition, reduced costs, and enhanced resident
satisfaction, illustrating the value of a more integrated and strategic procurement function.

Furthermore, procurement can support the adoption of innovative delivery models that
enhance asset performance, such as alliancing, outcome-based contracts, and integrated
supply chain partnerships. These models incentivise collaboration, continuous improvement,
and shared accountability for performance, enabling suppliers to contribute more effectively
to asset outcomes. This represents a significant departure from traditional transactional
approaches, positioning procurement as a key driver of long-term value and sustainability.

Procurement as a Market Shaper

Procurement has the potential to act as a powerful market-shaping force within the social
housing sector, influencing supplier behaviour, capacity, and innovation. Rather than passively
responding to market conditions, procurement can actively design and structure markets to
achieve desired outcomes. This involves developing procurement strategies that provide
suppliers with clarity, consistency, and long-term visibility, enabling them to invest in skills,
systems, and capacity with confidence.

A critical component of market shaping is developing forward pipelines that communicate
future demand to the supply chain. By providing visibility of planned works and investment
programmes, housing providers can reduce uncertainty and encourage suppliers to allocate
resources more effectively. This improves competition, reduces pricing volatility, and supports
the development of a more stable and resilient supply chain, particularly in labour-intensive
areas such as repairs and maintenance.

Procurement can also influence market dynamics through the design of contract structures
and commercial models. By adopting approaches such as longer-term frameworks, outcome-
based contracts, and collaborative delivery models, organisations can create incentives for
suppliers to invest in innovation and continuous improvement. These models encourage a
shift from transactional relationships to strategic partnerships, enabling suppliers to contribute
more effectively to organisational objectives.

Supporting small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is another important aspect of market
shaping. Procurement strategies can be designed to facilitate SME participation through
lotting strategies, simplified processes, and targeted engagement. This enhances market



diversity, reduces concentration risk, and supports local economic development, aligning
procurement with broader social value objectives while strengthening supply chain resilience.

An illustrative example is regional housing consortia that have coordinated procurement
pipelines across multiple organisations. By aggregating demand and aligning specifications,
these consortia have created markets of sufficient scale to attract high-quality suppliers while
maintaining competitive tension. This approach has led to improved pricing, enhanced service
delivery, and increased innovation, demonstrating the benefits of a coordinated and strategic
approach to market engagement.

Ultimately, procurement as a market shaper requires a proactive and deliberate approach,
underpinned by strong data, market intelligence, and strategic intent. Organisations must
move beyond viewing procurement as a transactional function and recognise its potential to
influence market outcomes. By shaping the supply chain to meet organisational needs,
procurement can play a central role in delivering sustainable, high-quality housing services.

Integration with Housing Management and Development

The effective integration of procurement with housing management and development
functions is essential for delivering coherent, value-driven outcomes in social housing.
Procurement must be embedded in the planning and delivery of services, ensuring that
commercial considerations align with operational requirements and strategic objectives. This
integration enables organisations to design procurement approaches that reflect the realities
of service delivery and residents’ needs.

Within housing management, procurement can play a key role in shaping service delivery
models for areas such as responsive repairs, voids, and tenancy services. By working closely
with operational teams, procurement can ensure that contracts are structured to support
efficient workflows, clear accountability, and consistent service standards. This collaboration
enhances the effectiveness of service delivery and improves residents’ experiences by
addressing common issues associated with fragmented and misaligned procurement
approaches.

In the context of development, procurement must be involved from the earliest stages of
project planning, influencing design, specification, and delivery strategy. Early engagement
with the supply chain allows for more accurate cost forecasting, improved buildability, and the
identification of innovative solutions. This reduces the risk of cost overruns, delays, and quality
issues, ensuring that development programmes are delivered efficiently and in line with
organisational objectives.

The integration of procurement across functions also facilitates the establishment of effective
feedback loops, enabling continuous improvement. Data and insights from contract
performance, supplier engagement, and resident feedback can be systematically captured
and fed back into planning processes. This supports the refinement of specifications, contract
structures, and delivery models, enhancing outcomes over time and ensuring that lessons
learned are applied across programmes.

A notable example of integrated working can be seen in organisations that have adopted
cross-functional teams combining procurement, asset management, and housing operations.
These teams collaborate on programme design and delivery, ensuring that procurement
strategies are aligned with asset needs and operational realities. This approach has been
shown to improve coordination, reduce inefficiencies, and deliver more consistent outcomes
for residents.

Ultimately, integration requires a cultural as well as structural shift, with procurement
recognised as a core component of service delivery rather than a supporting function. This
involves breaking down organisational silos, fostering collaboration, and aligning incentives
across functions. By embedding procurement within housing management and development,
organisations can achieve more effective, efficient, and resident-focused outcomes,



strengthening their ability to deliver on their core mission.
The “Best-in-Class” Procurement Operating Model
Procurement as a Commercial Function

A best-in-class procurement function in social housing operates as a fully commercial
discipline, accountable for delivering measurable financial and operational value rather than
simply ensuring compliance. This requires a shift in organisational expectations, where
procurement is judged on its contribution to cost optimisation, service quality, and risk
management. Commercial accountability must be embedded through clear performance
metrics that link procurement outcomes directly to organisational financial performance and
service delivery effectiveness across housing portfolios and programmes.

Operating as a commercial function requires procurement to develop a detailed understanding
of cost drivers within its key categories, including labour, materials, overheads, and supply
chain dynamics. This knowledge enables more effective negotiation, robust challenge of
supplier pricing, and the development of should-cost models that inform procurement
decisions. Without this level of commercial insight, organisations remain exposed to pricing
inefficiencies and are unable to exert meaningful control over expenditure within critical service
areas.

Commercial procurement also requires a proactive approach to market engagement, in which
procurement teams continuously monitor market conditions, supplier performance, and
emerging risks. This intelligence supports informed decision-making, allowing organisations
to adapt strategies in response to changing economic conditions, such as inflationary
pressures or supply chain disruption. By maintaining a dynamic understanding of the market,
procurement can position the organisation to secure value and mitigate risk more effectively.

The adoption of advanced commercial mechanisms further distinguishes best-in-class
procurement functions. Models such as open-book contracting, gainshare and painshare
arrangements, and performance-based incentives align supplier behaviour with organisational
objectives. These mechanisms encourage transparency, collaboration, and continuous
improvement, enabling procurement to move beyond adversarial relationships and create
value through shared objectives and aligned incentives across long-term contractual
arrangements.

A practical illustration can be found in organisations that have implemented open-book
frameworks for planned maintenance programmes. By gaining visibility into supplier cost
structures, these organisations have been able to identify inefficiencies, reduce unnecessary
expenditure, and establish fair and sustainable pricing models. This approach not only
improves financial outcomes but also strengthens relationships with suppliers, fostering trust
and enabling more collaborative approaches to service delivery.

Ultimately, positioning procurement as a commercial function ensures that it plays a central
role in delivering organisational value. By combining financial discipline, market intelligence,
and strategic negotiation, procurement can drive improvements in cost efficiency, service
quality, and supply chain resilience. This transformation is essential for addressing the
increasing complexity and financial pressures facing the social housing sector, ensuring that
resources are deployed effectively to support long-term objectives.

Category Management at the Core

Category management forms the foundation of a best-in-class procurement operating model,
providing the structure for analysing, segmenting, and strategically managing spend. By
organising procurement activity into defined categories such as responsive repairs, planned
maintenance, compliance, and development, organisations can develop tailored strategies
that reflect the unique characteristics of each area. This approach enables more effective
planning, improved commercial outcomes, and greater alignment with organisational priorities
across housing services.



Effective category management requires a deep understanding of demand patterns, supply
markets, and cost drivers within each category. This involves the systematic analysis of spend
data, service requirements, and supplier capabilities, enabling procurement to identify
opportunities for aggregation, standardisation, and optimisation. Without this level of insight,
procurement remains reactive, responding to individual requirements rather than shaping
demand and influencing outcomes strategically across programmes and portfolios.

A core benefit of category management is the ability to standardise specifications and
processes, reducing variability and improving efficiency. By establishing consistent
requirements across similar workstreams, organisations can simplify procurement processes,
enhance supplier performance, and achieve economies of scale. This is particularly important
in areas such as repairs and maintenance, where inconsistent specifications can lead to
variations in cost, quality, and service delivery across housing stock.

Category management also supports more effective supplier engagement, enabling
organisations to build strategic relationships with key suppliers within each category. By
consolidating spend and providing greater visibility of demand, procurement can create
opportunities for suppliers to invest in capacity, innovation, and service improvement. This
strengthens the supply chain, enhances performance, and supports the delivery of consistent
and high-quality services across housing portfolios and operational environments.

An example of successful category management can be seen in organisations that have
restructured their repairs and maintenance procurement into integrated categories, combining
responsive and planned works under unified strategies. This approach has enabled better
coordination, improved resource utilisation, and reduced duplication, resulting in lower costs
and improved service outcomes. It also provides a platform for continuous improvement and
innovation, as suppliers operate within a more stable and predictable environment.

Embedding category management within the procurement operating model requires clear
ownership and accountability for each category. Category managers must be responsible for
developing and delivering strategies, managing supplier relationships, and driving
performance improvements. This creates a more structured and disciplined approach to
procurement, ensuring that activities are aligned with organisational objectives and that value
is systematically delivered across all areas of spend.

Embedded Business Partnering Model

An embedded business partnering model positions procurement professionals within
operational and strategic functions, enabling closer alignment between procurement and
service delivery. Rather than operating as a centralised function detached from day-to-day
activities, procurement becomes integrated within teams such as asset management, housing
operations, and development. This proximity enhances understanding, improves
communication, and ensures that procurement strategies are directly aligned with
organisational needs and priorities.

Business partnering enables procurement to influence decision-making at an earlier stage,
shaping requirements, specifications, and delivery models before they are formalised. This
early engagement is critical for optimising outcomes, as it allows procurement to apply
commercial insight, market knowledge, and risk assessment to inform decisions. By
intervening upstream, procurement can prevent issues that would otherwise arise during
tendering or contract delivery, improving efficiency and reducing the likelihood of costly
variations or disputes.

The effectiveness of a business partnering model depends on the capability and credibility of
procurement professionals. Partners must possess strong commercial acumen,
communication skills, and an understanding of operational contexts, enabling them to act as
trusted advisors to stakeholders. This requires a shift in skill sets, with greater emphasis on
relationship management, strategic thinking, and problem-solving, rather than on purely
transactional procurement activities and compliance processes.



Business partnering also facilitates the alignment of procurement with organisational
performance objectives, ensuring that procurement activities contribute directly to service
delivery outcomes. By working closely with operational teams, procurement can develop
performance frameworks, contract structures, and commercial models that support desired
outcomes, such as improved resident satisfaction, reduced response times, and enhanced
asset performance across housing services and programmes.

A practical example of this approach can be seen in organisations that have embedded
procurement specialists within asset management teams responsible for planned investment
programmes. These specialists work alongside technical and operational colleagues to design
procurement strategies that reflect asset needs, market conditions, and financial constraints.
This collaborative approach results in more effective procurement outcomes, improved
coordination, and enhanced delivery performance across investment programmes.

Ultimately, an embedded business partnering model transforms procurement into a
collaborative and value-adding function. By integrating procurement within organisational
structures and processes, housing providers can ensure that commercial considerations are
fully aligned with operational requirements. This approach enhances decision-making,
improves outcomes, and strengthens procurement’s role as a strategic contributor to
organisational success and long-term sustainability.

Data-Driven Decision Making

Data-driven decision-making is a critical component of a best-in-class procurement operating
model, enabling organisations to base their strategies and actions on robust evidence rather
than assumptions. Access to accurate, comprehensive, and timely data allows procurement
teams to understand spend patterns, supplier performance, and market dynamics, supporting
more informed and effective decision-making across all stages of the procurement lifecycle
within social housing organisations.

Spend analytics provides the foundation for data-driven procurement, enabling organisations
to identify opportunities for aggregation, cost reduction, and strategic sourcing. By analysing
expenditure across categories, procurement can uncover inefficiencies, benchmark pricing,
and prioritise areas for intervention. This level of insight is essential for developing effective
category strategies and ensuring that resources are allocated to maximise value and support
organisational objectives.

Performance data is equally important, allowing procurement to monitor supplier delivery,
contract effectiveness, and service outcomes. By establishing clear metrics and consistent
reporting frameworks, organisations can identify underperformance, drive improvements, and
ensure accountability. This supports a more proactive approach to contract management,
where issues are addressed before they escalate, and continuous improvement is embedded
within supplier relationships and delivery models.

Integration of data across systems enhances the effectiveness of procurement decision-
making, enabling a holistic view of organisational performance. Linking procurement data with
asset management, finance, and housing systems provides valuable insights into the
relationship between expenditure, asset condition, and service outcomes. This integrated
approach supports more strategic planning and ensures that procurement decisions are
aligned with broader organisational priorities and long-term objectives.

Advanced analytics and predictive modelling further enhance procurement capability, enabling
organisations to forecast demand, anticipate market changes, and plan proactively. For
example, predictive models can be used to identify future maintenance requirements based
on asset condition data, allowing procurement to develop forward pipelines and engage with
suppliers in advance. This reduces reactive procurement, improves efficiency, and supports
more stable and sustainable supply chain relationships.

Ultimately, data-driven decision-making enables procurement to operate with greater



precision, transparency, and effectiveness. By leveraging data and analytics, organisations
can improve commercial outcomes, enhance service delivery, and strengthen their ability to
respond to changing conditions. This represents a significant advancement over traditional
approaches, positioning procurement as a sophisticated, strategically informed function within
social housing.

Governance That Enables, Not Restricts

Effective governance is essential to ensuring accountability, transparency, and compliance in
procurement, but it must be designed to enable, not restrict, performance. In a best-in-class
operating model, governance frameworks are structured to support informed decision-making,
allowing procurement professionals to exercise commercial judgement while maintaining
appropriate levels of oversight. This balance is critical for achieving both compliance and
value, ensuring that governance acts as a facilitator rather than a barrier to effective
procurement.

Traditional governance approaches in social housing have often emphasised risk avoidance
and procedural compliance, leading to overly rigid processes that limit flexibility and
innovation. While these controls are important, they must be proportionate and aligned with
organisational objectives. Best-in-class governance focuses on outcomes, ensuring that
procurement decisions are evaluated based on their contribution to value, risk management,
and service delivery rather than adherence to process alone.

A key feature of enabling governance is the delegation of authority to procurement
professionals, supported by clear frameworks and accountability mechanisms. This empowers
procurement teams to make timely and informed decisions, reducing delays and improving
responsiveness to market conditions. At the same time, robust assurance processes ensure
that decisions are transparent, documented, and subject to appropriate scrutiny, maintaining
confidence in procurement activities across the organisation.

Governance should also support the adoption of innovative commercial models, recognising
that achieving value often requires flexibility and creativity. This includes enabling approaches
such as collaborative contracting, outcome-based agreements, and dynamic procurement
strategies. By providing a framework within which innovation can occur safely, governance
can drive improvements in procurement performance and support the delivery of better
outcomes for residents and organisations alike.

An example of effective governance can be seen in organisations that have implemented
tiered approval structures based on risk and value, allowing lower-risk decisions to be made
more quickly while ensuring that higher-risk activities receive appropriate oversight. This
approach improves efficiency, reduces administrative burden, and enables procurement to
operate more effectively, while maintaining strong controls and accountability across all
activities.

Ultimately, governance that enables rather than restricts is critical to procurement
transformation. By balancing control with flexibility, organisations can create an environment
in which procurement professionals are empowered to deliver value, manage risk, and drive
innovation. This approach supports the evolution of procurement into a strategic function,
capable of addressing the complex challenges facing the social housing sector and delivering
sustainable outcomes.

Summary: Transforming Procurement From Compliance to Strategic Value

Procurement in social housing is undergoing a fundamental transformation, shifting from a
compliance-driven gatekeeping role to a strategic partner embedded in organisational
decision-making. This repositioning ensures commercial considerations influence strategy
from the outset, rather than retrospectively. By aligning procurement with organisational
priorities such as asset performance, resident outcomes, and financial sustainability, housing
providers can move towards proactive value creation, strengthening long-term performance



and enabling more effective responses to sector-wide challenges and constraints.

To support this transition, governance frameworks must evolve from rigid, process-heavy
controls to enabling structures focused on value and outcomes. Procurement teams require
enhanced commercial capability, including expertise in market analysis, negotiation, and
financial modelling. Embedding procurement professionals within service areas through
business partnering models strengthens alignment with operational needs, ensuring that
procurement contributes directly to programme design, service delivery, and strategic planning
across housing organisations and their portfolios.

Procurement plays a critical role in driving asset performance by integrating commercial
strategies with asset management objectives. Through the adoption of whole-life costing and
the use of robust asset data, procurement can shape specifications, contract models, and
investment decisions that optimise long-term value. This reduces reliance on short-term cost
considerations and supports more sustainable asset strategies, improving property condition,
reducing reactive repairs, and enhancing resident satisfaction across housing stock.

As a market-shaping function, procurement can influence supplier behaviour, capacity, and
innovation. By providing clear pipelines, adopting collaborative contracting models, and
supporting SME participation, housing providers can create more stable and competitive
supply chains. Strategic procurement approaches encourage supplier investment, reduce
volatility, and promote innovation, enabling organisations to deliver higher-quality services
while also contributing to broader social value and local economic development objectives.

A best-in-class procurement operating model positions procurement as a fully commercial
function underpinned by category management and data-driven decision-making. By
segmenting spend into defined categories and leveraging analytics, organisations can
optimise sourcing strategies, improve supplier performance, and enhance cost control.
Integrated data across systems enables more informed decisions, while advanced commercial
models such as open-book and performance-based contracting foster transparency,
collaboration, and continuous improvement.

Ultimately, effective procurement transformation relies on integration across housing
management and development functions, supported by governance that enables agility and
innovation. Cross-functional collaboration, combined with feedback loops from performance
and resident insights, ensures continuous improvement in procurement strategies. By
embedding procurement at the strategic core, housing providers can achieve greater
efficiency, resilience, and service quality, positioning themselves to address evolving
regulatory, financial, and operational demands.

Additional articles can be found at Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made Simple.
This site looks at procurement and supply chain management issues to assist organisations
and people in increasing the quality, efficiency, and effectiveness of their product and service
supply to the customers' delight. © Procurement and Supply Chain Management Made
Simple. All rights reserved.

10


https://procurementandsupplychainmanagement.co.uk/

